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The circumstances in Berlin were grim. The inhabitants were caught between the desire 

to turn towards the West and the compelling of the Soviets to be ruled by them. At various times 

during the crisis, riots broke out at City Hall. Protesters had been shot by Soviet forces resulting 

in death. The Soviets also would fire their anti-aircraft guns in the air corridor. 71 This was an 

absolute battle of wills. With winter approaching, the airlift was barely keeping pace with the 

requirements. It would have been expedient for Truman to retreat to the Western border. In fact, 

he was facing a formidable opponent for the Presidency in his reelection bid.  

The need to build Tegel Airfield was acute. Berliners answered the call by the thousands. 

“A call for workers went out ... 17,000 Berliners showed up. Most were ordinary women … 

maimed veterans…worked three shifts around the clock. They received low wages and a warm 

meal of potato soup and black bread.”72  Here again the competency of Tunner is displayed. “In 

order to build an airfield capable of handling C-54s, the foundation for the runway was two feet 

of concrete.  This amount was not available. The solution to the problem was found in the rubble 

of the city. The bricks, approximately ten million, were repurposed and used to make the 

runways.”73   The need to make the most efficient use of the C-54 was also critical. The C-54 

could haul 19,500 lbs. of cargo.74 Hence, each commodity transported needed to provide the 

most value based on weight. So, rather than transport finished bread products, flour and yeast 

would be flown in.75 Tunner also faced critical shortages in spare engines, parts, and mechanics. 

Tunner accepted great risk and employed former Luftwaffe mechanics to service the C-54’s.76 

This decision, while expedient, was expressly against US Government policy.77 But the need to 

utilize trained aircraft mechanics trumped the policy. 

One of the reasons for success was in the training of incoming pilots. Prior to deployment 

to Berlin, pilots were trained at Great Falls, Montana.78 This afforded the crews the ability to 
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replicate the weather and operational conditions they would soon encounter.  Additionally, pilots 

and crews from Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, and Great Britain participated in 

the operation. Fluency in English alleviated any potential miscommunication. But fluency would 

not overcome the harshness of the German winter. November was the traditional beginning of 

winter, predictably the Airlift operations were reduced based on limited visibility. There were 

three other incidents that changed the course of events in Berlin. Truman, against most 

predictions won re-election, authorized the US Government to begin talks to form NATO and, 

critically, Tegel Airfield opened for business earlier than scheduled. There would be no going 

back, only negotiation with the Soviets or armed conflict.  

The cost in men and material were high. Maintenance and USAF supply lines were put to 

the test of their abilities. Fortunately, airfields in Great Britain were available for maintenance. 

But the absolute costs were extensive. By the end of the operation, some 73 American and allied 

servicemen had been killed.79  The USAFE Summary stated that the allies delivered 2,325,509 

tons of supplies.80 The estimated cost was $200 million dollars (1.6 Billion in 2015 dollars).81 

Perhaps fittingly, on Easter weekend, the Airlift delivered a record 20 million pounds of freight. 

In a 24 hour period, there were 1,398 flights into Berlin. A plane was landing every 63 seconds.82 

Clay said it best, “You know, I think we licked them.”83 

Operation Vittles served to show the world the competence and professionalism of the 

Air Force. They could, and did, as LeMay said, deliver anything, anywhere.  Moreover, the 

USAF could deliver supplies on relatively short notice. Truman showed that he would accept 

risk and utilized the majority of lift assets to support this endeavor.  

By the end of the Blockade, the world picture was clear. This incident was the first of 

many confrontations between the United States and the Soviet Union. The Blockade served to 
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bring the inhabitants of Berlin and the US closer together. It also served to strengthen the 

commitment of the US to Europe.   

The period immediately after the blockade found Europe divided into two spheres of 

influence: NATO and the Warsaw Pact. The Warsaw Pact countries formed a block of countries 

that were aligned with the USSR. Thus, Stalin and his successors would not allow any of these 

countries democracy or human rights. The intellectual fight was always over Germany and 

NATO would be the backdrop. During the time of the Cold War, Europe would bend but not 

break. Great Britain would later suffer a major spy scandal and France would elect Socialist 

governments, but the Center of Gravity would be Germany in general, and, specifically, Berlin. 

In March 1953, Stalin died; he was followed in power by Nikita Khrushchev. Again the next 

altercation would revolve around East Berlin. In June, 1953 the East Germans workers began to 

protest. Not surprisingly, protests began to take on political demands; “Rising in East Berlin and 

more than 250 other towns of the GDR, it began as a labor dispute in a country with free unions 

… it escalated until some 300,000 – 400,000 were involved and the communist government 

could no longer count on its own police to prevent it from being toppled.”84   It is ironic, the 

workers of a communist state were fomenting the seeds of a revolution.  This action would not 

go unnoticed by the USSR. The Soviets would be forced to take action and, “On June 17, 

however, Soviet troops had already occupied railway stations and post offices in larger towns, 

harbors, and uranium mines. A state of emergency was declared and huge crowds gathered. That 

was until Soviet tanks and infantry appeared (and fired weapons in the air). This resulted in 

twenty one dead.”85  Here, it was the willingness of the East German workers to keep alive the 

idea of freedom. The battle of ideology again would take hold. The result of the uprising 

included “the imprisonment of over 1,000 East Germans and the sentencing of seven to death.”86 
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While the government would continue to maintain authority, it was clear, without Soviet 

support, they would not remain in power. Here again we can see the clear contrast between the 

West and the Soviet system. Again, much of the unrest centered on Berlin proper.  The Cold War 

would take place in countries all over the globe, but Berlin was the intellectual battleground for 

the idea of liberty. Predictably, the United States could not afford another conflict. Hence, all 

actions would have to be either through Information Operations (Radio Free Europe), or covert. 

While these methods may be time consuming, the seeds of freedom would take hold.   

By 1953 the adversaries were well established. The Soviets proposed that both East and 

West Germany would be neutral in their disposition. The West naturally disagreed. Soviet 

personnel stationed in Berlin reacted to the protests, strikes, and rioting. Pravda Correspondent P. 

Naumov provided the following account of the situation. In sum, “he observed construction 

workers on strike, as well as some 2,000 people in front of the GDR ministries.”87  Moreover, 

“An elderly man in construction worker attire raised himself up onto a table. He said that he had 

been sent to a concentration camp by Hitler as a fighter for the rights of workers, and he saw it as 

his duty to defend these rights once again.”88 These observations indicate that the German people 

would reject communism. Less than 10 years earlier, the residents of Berlin were shown the stark 

differences between the West and the Soviet system. Berlin was again the battleground for ideas.  

Almost concurrently with the protests was the establishment of the Paris protocols of 

1954. Here there was an easing of tensions between the USSR and the West. This resulted in the 

inclusion of West Germany under the NATO umbrella: “The protocols allowed the Federal 

Republic (West Germany) to rearm with conventional weapons within the framework of the 

Western European Union and NATO.”89  On the surface it appeared that West Germany may be 

a threat, it was the proclamation by Bonn that they “renounced the use of force to achieve any 
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eastern objectives and, as a practical matter depend on NATO to defend West German 

territory.”90 While the Soviets policy was to keep two separate countries, the United States 

pushed for reunification as soon as possible. At that time, Secretary of State Dulles stated at the 

1955 [Geneva] conference “that the great powers had a responsibility for the reunification of 

Germany.”91 

The German question did not occur in a vacuum. By this time the revolution in China had 

taken place, there was a coup d’état in Iraq, and soon Great Britain and France would seize the 

Suez Canal. All of these factors would continue to increase the level of tension between the US 

and the USSR. This tension would continue to be played out in Berlin.  

The actual crisis of 1958 would begin on November 27.92  Here the Soviets gave a 

deadline requiring the negotiations of Berlin. In a speech Khrushchev stated that “West Germany 

aided by the allies had chosen the path of militarism, fascist generals and admirals were 

reconstructing the Wehrmacht-and West German industry is redeveloping on a massive scale in 

the service of German militarism.”93 The Soviets assumed, and correctly, that the West would 

impede their efforts in Berlin.  The Soviets forcefully requested that the Western powers leave 

the city: “That the Western presence in West Berlin was an anachronism, sustained by incredible 

feelings of hatred for communism.”94 This sentiment only further brought the West and Soviets 

into conflict, if not in Berlin, then in other parts of the globe. 

The underling enmity between the powers would be crystalized when a US U-2 spy plane 

was shot down over Soviet airspace. This led to the capture of Captain Francis Gary Powers. 

Eventually, Powers was tried, convicted, and incarcerated in the USSR.  Increasing tensions 

provided Khrushchev the ability to order the East Germans to “impose a selective blockade of 

West German traffic on the access routes beginning August 30.”95  
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The actual order was issued by the German Democratic Republic on 15 August 1961.96 

The order was issued in conjunction with the Warsaw Pact’s declaration, “In the face of the 

aggressive aspirations of the German Federal Republic… with the proposal to establish an order 

and the boarders of West Berlin which will securely block the way… so that reliable safeguards 

and effective control can be established around the whole territory of West Berlin, including its 

border with democratic Berlin”97 effectively closing all transit within the city.  

The people of East Berlin voted by leaving their sector by the thousands. In the end, they 

chose the liberty and freedom of the West. Soon the “Berlin Wall” would be erected and East 

and West Germany would be severed. It would take almost 30 more years for the Soviet system 

to implode. This resulted in the Berlin Wall being dismantled.  

In the end, it was Truman that provided the midwestern common sense and exhibited the 

decency of America. He was correct. He set in motion the policies and strength of the allies for 

Berliners to hold on against all odds. And it all began as an ad hoc operation to feed a starving 

city. Clay, in particular, stood alone and displayed fortitude in the face of the Soviet Army.  

Tunner’s technical ability and leadership provide us lessons of defeating an adversary through 

soft power. A lesson that is as applicable today as it was then.   The names of Truman, Tunner, 

and Clay are not well known today. But these men are as much the founding fathers of Berlin 

and modern day Germany as the founding fathers of America were. Their moral, emotional, and 

physical courage provided the clear delineation between the systems. Their efforts, more than 

anything, prove the thesis that the Berlin Airlift did more to thwart the communist system than 

any number of military battles, campaigns, or wars. The lessons of this enterprise are applicable 

today. The ability of the US military to solve humanitarian crisis’ are peerless. It is the logistical 
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support and mission control that provide any administration the ability to always show the 

decency and (soft) power of the United States.  

 

Recommendations 

There are three recommendations that should be considered based on this PSP.  

1. The core competencies of all services should be adjusted to include global disaster 

relief operations.  

2.  A Senior Service College should be established that focuses on both domestic and 

international logistics operations in support of disaster relief operations. 

3.  Overall United States foreign policy should include pre-planning for humanitarian 

relief operations. 

Conclusion 

Recent events in Europe and the Middle East provide a backdrop for humanitarian crises 

suffered due to war. Soon Europe will have over one million refugees on their continent. The 

logistical ability of the United States military can provide the National Command Authority 

flexibility to provide solutions nearest the crisis. The DOD should be the primary agent tasked 

with this function. It was clear in 1949 that the Air Force provided this capability. The 

willingness to assist a defeated enemy’s population eventually brought them firmly in the West’s 

sphere of influence. The efficient distribution of aid can only be achieved if the services are 

willing to enhance this competency and fund its discipline.  
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